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Colombian President Andres Pastrana had been expected to again extend the demilitarized zone
controlled by the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC). However, the FARC's
refusal to allow a presidential candidate to enter the rebel enclave, followed by the brutal murder of
a former minister of culture, has jeopardized the entire peace process.
On Sept. 5, Interior Minister Armando Estrada said that Pastrana planned to extend the
demilitarized zone for at least six more months to pursue peace negotiations. "The alternative is
all-out war," Estrada told Congress. The enclave has been extended several times since its creation
in 1998. The last authorization was set to expire Oct. 6, but Pastrana moved the deadline back to
midnight Oct. 9. Another six-month extension would put the next deadline at the height of the
campaign for presidential elections scheduled for May 2002.
Public sentiment has been turning against continuing the enclave because little progress toward
peace has been made. Opponents in the US and in Colombia accuse the FARC of using the area
to hold kidnap victims, to train recruits, and to engage in drug trafficking. Pastrana countered
complaints by pointing to three accomplishments of his administration bringing the rebels to the
peace table, attracting international support for the peace effort, and strengthening the military.
"Andres Pastrana was elected with one big objective, to use all legal and constitutional mechanisms
to consolidate the peace process, and for the first time we are sitting at the table," Pastrana said.
On September 6, representatives from the support countries ten countries working to encourage the
negotiations between the Colombian government and the FARC backed extending the neutral zone.
They met for five hours with FARC leaders in Los Pozos, a village in the department of Caqueta
within the rebel zone. The support countries include Canada, Cuba, Spain, France, Italy, Mexico,
Norway, Sweden, Switzerland, and Venezuela. But, as opposing voices clamored for Pastrana to
send the military back into the enclave, FARC leader Manuel "Tirofijo" Marulanda, in a letter posted
on the FARC's Web site, said peace talks "will be over and not even the next president will have an
open door" should Pastrana send troops into the zone.

Presidential candidate thwarted in march to enclave
Leading presidential hopeful Horacio Serpa of the Partido Liberal announced in mid-September
that he would lead a caravan of supporters into San Vicente de Caguan, in the heart of the FARCcontrolled zone. He said his purpose was to urge the FARC to sign a peace agreement and to stop
abuses in the zone. Despite government misgivings regarding the march, Serpa said his purpose
was "democratic and constructive." Serpa and hundreds of supporters set off Sept. 28. The FARC
had said it would not guarantee Serpa's safety if he made the trip. Marulanda accused the candidate
of trying to gain votes in next May's elections by appearing to take a hard line with the rebels.
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Late on Sept. 29, the FARC blocked the caravan from entering the demilitarized zone. Pastrana
strongly condemned the FARC action and called an emergency meeting of top political leaders in
San Vicente.
"Today's incidents are, without doubt, serious for the peace process," he said in a communique.
"This incident will undoubtedly hurt the peace process," said former government peace envoy
Daniel Garcia-Pena. He said that, despite the incident, Pastrana should extend the zone, but "this
will raise the political cost of doing so." Serpa agreed that Pastrana should continue the peace
process with the FARC by renewing the zone. "But, I hope he uses the talks to underscore that the
safe haven is meant to be a zone for peace," Serpa said. But even as the tide in support of extending
the zone seemed to be swelling, the death of a former minister put the entire peace process at risk.

Former culture minister kidnapped and killed
On Sept. 24, former culture minister Consuelo Araujo Noguera and 20 other people were kidnapped
at a roadblock near the provincial capital of Valledupar, 650 km north of Bogota. Thirteen of the
victims were released the following day. Six days later, on Sept. 30, soldiers found Araujo's body in
a mountain ravine. The army said the FARC killed Araujo as soldiers began closing in on the group.
The FARC did not deny kidnapping Araujo, but blamed the "infinitely irresponsible" actions of the
military for her death. Araujo, wife of Colombia's attorney general Edgardo Maya Villazon, was
minister of culture between July 2000 and January 2001. She resigned when her husband became
attorney general. Her death brought calls from many sectors for the government to end the peace
talks.
Presidential candidate Noemi Sanin called for an immediate suspension of the peace process.
Pastrana called an emergency Cabinet meeting and canceled the meeting in the demilitarized zone
with the Frente Comun por la Paz y Contra la Violencia. They met instead at the presidential palace.
Pastrana condemned the killing, saying it was a "vile and cowardly act," but he did not announce
any definitive policy changes, despite calls for action from Araujo's family and leading politicians.
In a short message on Sept. 30, Pastrana said that "the nation is tired of the kidnapping, of the
systematic attacks on the civilian population, and of the recurring violations of International
Humanitarian Law." Following the meetings with the Cabinet and the Frente Comun, Pastrana
said the entire peace process would be re- evaluated. He said the FARC's recent actions threatened
a political solution to the conflict. Peace Commissioner Camilo Gomez Alzate told reporters that
"the FARC has put the peace process in danger." He said the situation was "critical" and said
the government was weighing all suggestions, including the call for suspending the negotiations.
Gomez went to the FARC enclave for an urgent meeting with the FARC on Oct. 2. That same day,
Congressman Otavio Sarmiento of the opposition Partido Liberal was killed in the department of
Arauca. He is the third member of Congress killed this year.
Paramilitary forces are suspected in Sarmiento's death. Situation in Colombia is deteriorating
Araujo's death came only a few days after the Frente Comun urged a cease-fire, including a halt
to rebel kidnappings. Colombia is the world leader in kidnappings, mainly committed by leftist
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guerrilla and right-wing paramilitary groups. The number has increased this year, and 165 victims
have died in captivity since January.
From January to September, 2,462 kidnappings were reported, 9.2% more than in the same period
last year, according to the Pais Libre foundation. The organization said ransom was demanded in
1,067 of the cases, while 246 were politically motivated. The motives behind the rest of the cases
were unknown. Should the peace process be scrapped, the already untenable level of violence
would certainly escalate.
On Aug. 31, Kofi Asomani, UN special coordinator on internal displacement, said the situation in
Colombia is becoming progressively worse. Hope for peace is diminishing, while the guerrillas,
paramilitaries, and the Colombian military seem to believe that weapons are the only answer,
Asomani said in Geneva. The UN official had just returned from leading an inter- agency mission
to Colombia to evaluate the condition of the people displaced internally by the civil war. Currently,
approximately 700,000 Colombians remain in the country but were forced out of their homes
as a result of the violence. Insecurity in Colombia is accompanied by impunity, said Asomani,
pointing out that less than 10% of human rights crimes are ever brought to trial. "These populations
particularly those coming from rural areas are in urgent need of protection and assistance in almost
every sector," said Asomani. But the UN agencies have a combined total of only US$15 million to
spend this year on relief activities in Colombia.
The displaced receive very limited assistance, and that is limited to just three months. The UN
mission recommends that emergency assistance should only be lifted "when the displaced have
been provided with adequate means to recreate a sustainable livelihood."

-- End --
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